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Looking Through the Upside Down:  
Hyper-postmodernism and Trans-mediality in the Duffer 
%URWKHUV¶Stranger Things series 
 
Abstract 
This article puts forward the argument that Stranger Things and Stranger Things 2 are not 
only excellent examples of postmodern TV drama, but they take on what Valerie Wee has 
WHUPHG D µK\SHU-SRVWPRGHUQLVP¶ WKURXJK WKHLU KHLJKWHQHG OHYHO RI LQWHUWH[WXDO UHIHUHQFLQJ
WKDWHPHUJHVµDVWH[W¶%RWKVHULHVDOVR extensively break down the boundaries between film, 
television, liWHUDWXUHDQGµJHHN¶FXOWXUH7KLVLVGRQHERWKZLWKLQWKHWH[WLWVHOIDQG through 
WKH DXGLHQFH¶V invited interaction with the text, as the show demonstrates significant 
awareness of the trans-medial, Easter-egg hunting tendencies of its binge-watching followers.  
 
Keywords 
Stranger Things, Netflix, postmodernism, trans-mediality, intertextuality, 1980s, Spielberg, 
horror, science fiction 
 
The Stranger Things Phenomenon 
On 22 July 2017, Netflix launched the trailer for the second series of their original 
release, Stranger Things 2. SHW WR 0LFKDHO -DFNVRQ¶V µ7KULOOHU¶ the clip went viral within 
hours, with audiences dissecting its content, eager for clues on the upcoming season. Both 
series of the show have had commercial and critical success, with commentators praising the 
VKRZ¶V KRPDJH WR LWV µVRXUFH PDWHULDO¶ RI 1980s popular culture (McNamara 2017: n.p.). 
They enjoy ratings of over 95 per cent on the popular review site Rotten Tomatoes and the 
first series earned the ensemble cast a prestigious Screen Actors Guild Award. 
Stranger Things and Stranger Things 2 follow the adventures of four boys in the 
1980s; Mike (Finn Wolfhard) Will (Noah Schnapp), Lucas (Caleb McLaughlin) and Dustin 
(Gaten Matarazzo), who come across a girl with telekinetic powers, named Eleven (Millie 
%REE\%URZQZKRPWKH\KLGH LQ0LNH¶VEDVHPHQW7KH\DOVREHIULHQGDQRWKHUJLUO0D[
(Sadie Sink) in the second season. When Will goes missing early in Season One, the kids 
discover the existence of a portal into another dimension in their hometown of Hawkins and 
UHYHDO WKH GDUN LQWHQWLRQV RI WKH 'HSDUWPHQW RI (QHUJ\ EHKLQG WKH SRUWDO¶V FUHDWLRQ 2QFH
Will is found in the other dimension by his Mother, Joyce (Winona Ryder) and Police Chief, 
Jim Hopper (David Harbour), it is discovered that his experience there has devastating 
consequences for his health and for the town of Hawkins. Both series assume a high level of 
awareness of the generic conventions of 1970s and 1980s science fiction, horror and coming 
of age films. 
+RZHYHU WKH K\SH EHKLQG WKH WUDLOHU¶V UHOHDVH KLJKOLJKWV D GHHSHU SKHQRPHQRQ
behind the series. Stranger Things not only engages in a nostalgic postmodern dialogue with 
the 1980s ± it also takes on qualities of what 9DOHULH :HH KDV ODEHOOHG D µK\SHU-
SRVWPRGHUQLVP¶  ,W LJQRUHV WKHERXQGDULHVRI LWVPHGLXPRI WHOHYLVLRQZLWK VHOI-
UHIOHFWLRQDQGXWLOL]DWLRQRIWKHQDUUDWLYHFRQYHQWLRQVRIµJHHN¶FXOWXUH LQFOXGLQJOLWHUDWXUH
gaming, 1990s cult teen drama and twenty-first century cult blockbusters. Stranger Things is 
DOVRXQLTXHLQWKHZD\WKLVµK\SHU-SRVWPRGHUQ¶QDUUDWLYHLQWHUDFWVZLWKLWVZHEDXGLHQFH
Mark Lawson has commented on the number of inter-textual references within the show, 
UHPDUNLQJWKDWµVSRWWLQJWKHPLVDFHQWUDOSOHDVXUH¶+RZHYHUWKHH[SHFWHGLQWHUDFWLRQ
of Stranger Things audiences with the text goes beyond mere intertextual play. The show 
demonstrates a hyperawareness of the qualities of the web 2.0 audience and its tendencies 
towards trans-mediality and cinematic complex serial narratives (Marshall, 2009: 42; 
Dunleavy, 2017). 
 
The Media, Nostalgia and Postmodernism 
Complex serial television narratives have been at the heart of recent media debates on 
nostalgia. Indeed, Niemeyer and Wetz have illuminated the role of shows such as Boardwalk 
Empire (HBO, 2010-2014) and Mad Men (AMC, 2007-2015) in their romanticisation of the 
past. (2014). However, the mediation of nostalgia is not a new phenomenon. Films such as 
American Graffiti (Lucas, 1973), Grease (Kleiser, 1978) and Peggy Sue Got Married 
(Coppola,  KHDYLO\ IHDWXUH FXOWXUH IURP WKH HDUO\ &ROG :DU HUD GUDZLQJ RQ µHDVLO\
recognizable filmic histories anGLFRQRJUDSK\¶%LUFKDOO180).  
Stranger Things is also not alone in its honouring of 1980s pop culture. Media 
commentators have noticed sentimentality for the era in many films and television 
programmes in the last six years. This arguably began with J.J. Abrams ode to Spielberg in 
the film Super 8 (2011), and was popularized by the Marvel franchise release Guardians of 
the Galaxy (Gunn, 2014). This nostalgic trend comprises of references to the music, films and 
political undertones of the decade, embracing the themes and cinematic language of George 
Lucas and Steven Spielberg. Thus, intertextuality is at the heart of the mediation of nostalgia 
WKURXJK LWV µUHFRJQLWLRQ RI WKH SRZHU RI FHUWDLQ WH[WV WR FDSWXUH WKH LPDJLQDWLRQ¶ &ROOLQV
1992: 251). Rose Butler has suggested that 6WUDQJHU7KLQJV¶ embrace of the 1980s reveals 
µWKHWHUULI\LQJVLPLODULWLHVEHWZHHQWKHVDQGQRZVSHDNLQJWRWKHSUHVHQWDVPXFKDVWKH
SDVW¶ 
7KLV µFROODSVH RI SDVW DQG IXWXUH LQWR WKH PRPHQW RI WKH SUHVHQW¶ XQquestionably 
classifies Stranger Things as a postmodern media text (Tetzlaff, 1986: 90). While 
postmodernism is a problematic term with multiple definitions, in the realm of the televisual, 
VFKRODUV JHQHUDOO\ DVVRFLDWH SRVWPRGHUQLVP ZLWK µLQWHUWH[WXDO UHIHrencing, a propensity for 
LURQLF RU SDURGLF KXPRXU DV ZHOO DV WH[WXDO DQG JHQHULF PL[LQJ¶ :HH   7ULVKD
Dunleavy has underlined Stranger Things connection to postmodern television with its 
SURSHQVLW\ WRZDUGVD µFLQHPDWLF¶DHVWKHWLFDQG LWV µLQQRYDWLYHEOHQGLQJRI µFRPLQJRIDJH¶
VFLHQFHILFWLRQDQGKRUURUWUDGLWLRQVDQGWURSHV¶(2017: 126-148).   
However, in this article, I will argue that Stranger Things goes beyond what we might 
WHUP WKH µSRVWPRGHUQ¶DQGDFWXDOO\GLVSOD\VDhyper-postmodernism inherent in 1990s teen 
drama, with an updated and expanded referential framework of film, television and trans-
PHGLDµJHHN¶FXOWXUH 
 
Hyper-SRVWPRGHUQLVP7ZHHQGUDPDDQGµJHHN¶FXOWXUH 
 Valerie Wee made the case for hyper-postmodernism within the 1990s cult slasher 
series Scream, arguing that it can be identified through: 
µD KHLJKWHQHG GHJUHH RI LQWHUWH[WXDO UHIHUHQFLQJ DQG VHOI-reflexivity that ceases to 
function at the traditional level of tongue in cheek subtext, and emerges instead as the 
DFWXDO WH[W RI ILOP >DQG@«D SURSHQVLW\ IRU LJQRULQJ ILOP VSHFLILF ERXQGDULHV E\
actively referencing, borrowing and influencing the styles and format of other media 
forms, including television and musLFYLGHRV¶ 
 In the Scream ILOPV WKH µFKDUDFWHUV HQJDJH LQ KLJKO\ VHOI-reflexive sustained 
GLVFXVVLRQV DQGFRPPHQWDULHVRQ WKHQDWXUH DQGFRQYHQWLRQVRI WKHJHQUH LWVHOI¶ &XOW
TV dramas such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997-2003) and DawsRQ¶V&UHHN (1998-2003) 
also engage in a high level of intertextuality, paying homage to their 1980s teen movie 
predecessors through similar storylines and self-reflexive discussion (Wee, 2008). Stranger 
Things and Stranger Things 2 reference their high school drama antecedents through shot re-
enactments, character similarities, plot mirroring and generic mixing. 
Sci fi and fantasy have a significant impact on teen drama (Moseley, 2001). Davis and 
Dickinson argue that WKH µLVRODWLRQ DGROHVFHQWV H[SHULHQFH ILnds reflection in the world of 
PRQVWHUV YDPSLUHV DQG DOLHQV¶ (2004: 7). The high school setting has also had much 
influence on the fantasy film genre, particularly in cult blockbusters such as the Harry Potter 
series of films (2001-2011). Much like Stranger Things, these films focus on the µWHHQKRUURU
RIWKHPDJLFDOZRUOG¶Driscoll 2011: 147). With the inclusion of monsters and superpowers, 
the avoidance of explicit sex scenes and the narrative focus on children, WKHVHULHVµUHVSRQGV
to changing definitions of childhood iQ:HVWHUQVRFLHW\¶%URZQStranger Things 
also shows engagement with some of the idealistic rites of passage shown in tween drama, 
such as the High School Musical series (2006-2010). This is further confirmed by the ages of 
the central characters in the show. The boys and Eleven are aged twelve in Season One and 
thirteen in Season Two, with a further three principal characters in their late teens. 
Given that the narrative of Stranger Things contains elements of horror, science 
fiction, fantasy, tween and teen drama, Ross and Stein make the case that such 
µWUDQVJHQHULFLVP¶ FODVVLILHV WKH VKRZ DV EHORQJLQJ WR WKH UHDOP RI µFXOW¶ PHGLD  8). 
Indeed, 6WUDQJHU7KLQJV¶ H[SORUDWLRQRIWKHµP\WKLFDO¶GLPHQVLRQRIWKHµ8SVLGH'RZQ¶DQG
WKH LQFOXVLRQ RI D VHOHFW LQGLYLGXDO ZLWK µVXSHUSRZHUV¶ DOLJQV WKH VKRZ ZLWK Lord of the 
Rings, the Star Wars films and the Harry Potter series (Mathijs and Sexton, 2011: 217). Cult 
blockbusters such as these have an affinity with what these scholars have termed Generation 
XGXHWRWKHLULURQLFVHOIDZDUHFRGHRIDGGUHVVFUHDWLQJDQµXVYHUVXVWKHP¶PHQWDOLW\,ELG
230). 
Cult television has since shown a trans-mediality in its adaptation for the digital age, 
largely due to acclaimed drama Lost (2004-2010). /RVW¶V significant online fan-base pored 
over the QDUUDWLYH¶VH[WHQVLYH references to the Dharma Initiative, searching for clues to the 
central mystery of the show (Marshall, 2009), not unlike the behavior of Stranger Things fans 
following the Season Two trailer release. Such internet-based trans-medial Easter-egg 
hunting is central to the engagement of web 2.0 audiences with media products, particularly 
in the Marvel Cinematic Universe (Dixon and Graham, 2016; Flanagan et al, 2016). 
Here, it is pertinent WRQRWH.DYHQH\¶VDUJXPHQWZLWKUHJDUGWRWKHLPSRUWDQFHRI the 
study of popular culture. ShHDUJXHVWKDWµZKDW LVPRFNHGDVJHHNFXOWXUHLVDUW WKDWSHRSOH
not only love, but think about and through¶   7KLV LGHD LV LQWULQVLF WR D VWXGy of 
Stranger Things for two reasons DQGZRUNVWRWKHWZROHYHOVRIWKHVKRZ¶VK\SHU-postmodern 
dialogue. Firstly, the show is itself an example of geek culture, with its heavy referencing of 
popular media and its cult following. More importantly, the show¶V PDLQ FKDUDFWHUV DUH
shown to be a part of this geek culture, as members of the Hawkins AV Club, fans of Star 
Wars, DYLGSOD\HUVRIWKHJDPHµ'XQJHRQVDQG'UDJRQV¶DQGUHDGHUVRILord of the Rings. I 
would like to suggest that Stranger Things and Stranger Things 2 are distinctive in their 
application and discussion RI WKH QDUUDWLYH FRGHV DQG FRQYHQWLRQV RI µJHHN¶ FXOWXUH 7KH
characters harness WKHLUNQRZOHGJHWRKHOSVROYHWKHVKRZ¶s principal mysteries, adding this 
additional layer of hyper-awareness to the narrative. They consume popular culture in an 
µDFWLYHZD\¶PXFKOLNHWKHDXGLHQFHVRIStranger Things (2005: 7).  
'UDZLQJRQ7LPRWK\6KDU\¶V DSSURDFK WR an analysis of youth in twentieth century 
films, I will utilize genre analysis as method, anal\]LQJµSDWWHUQVPRWLIVDQGWUHQGV¶DFURVV
both series of Stranger Things (2002: 11) In order to organize this analysis, I will highlight 
key narrative themes traceable to 6WUDQJHU 7KLQJV¶ generic foundations, highlighting the 
propensity for hyper-postmodernist narrative.  
 
Monsters and Dimensions 
:KDWLILW¶VWKH'HPRJRUJRQ":H¶UHVRVFUHZHGLILW¶VWKH'HPRJRUJRQ 
-Dustin in Stranger Things, Chapter One: The Vanishing of Will Byers 
 
 Stranger Things introduces two main µW\SHV¶ RI inter-dimensional monster to its 
audience. These monsters are all named after creatures from the boys¶ favourite board game, 
µ'XQJHRQV DQG 'UDJRQV¶ KHUHDIWHU '	' 6HDVRQ 2QH¶V PRQVWHU LV QDPHG DIWHU WKH
µ'HPRJRUJRQ¶ DQG 6HDVRQ 7ZR¶V principal threat is QDPHG DIWHU WKH µ0LQG )OD\Hr.¶ These 
introduced and challenged within WKHVHULHVLQDZD\WKDWKLJKOLJKWVWKHVHULHV¶HPEUDFHRIWKH
early work of Spielberg, Scott and Columbus +RZHYHU WKH VKRZ¶V UHIHUHQFHV WR WKHVH
FUHDWXUHVIXQFWLRQµDVWH[W¶:HHDQGWKHFKDUDFWHUVengage with these monsters by 
using µJHHN¶FXOWXUHQDUUDWLYHV  
The opening scene of the first season of Stranger Things immediately makes inroads 
into the horror and science fiction genres. We are introduced to the sinister atmosphere of the 
Hawkins Laboratory through an eerie Kubrick-LDQ V\PPHWU\ WR WKH ODE¶V FRUULGRU DQG
unsettling flickering lights. We see a scientist running for his life, away from an (as yet) 
unseen foe. The scientist reaches apparent safety in the elevator, however, a point-of-view 
shoWDQGDPRQVWHU¶V µFKLWWHULQJ¶alert us to the fact that the scientist is being preyed upon. 
:H GR QRW \HW VHH WKH PRQVWHU LWVHOI SD\LQJ KRPDJH WR WKH XQVHHQ WHUURU LQ 6SLHOEHUJ¶V
Jurassic Park (Spielberg, 1993). Stranger Things also plays into the generic conventions of 
&DUUROO¶VVXJJHVWed horror plot structure, HVWDEOLVKLQJWKHPRQVWHU¶V presence by an attack and 
by immediately linking the children to its discovery (1981).  
)ROORZLQJWKHPRQVWHU¶VLQWURGXFWLRQLQWKHSUHYLRXVVFHQH0LNH:KHHOHUSURYLGHV a 
OLQNWRWKHER\V¶JDPHRI'	'E\GUDPDWLFDOO\FODLPLQJµ6RPHWKLQJLVFRPLQJVRPHWKLQJ
KXQJU\IRUEORRG¶+HUHYHDOVWKDWWKHPRQVWHUSUHSDUHGWRVWULNHDWWKHER\VLQWKHJDPHLV
the Demogorgon. 7KLV DOOXGHV WR WKH IDFW WKDW WKH ER\V¶ JDPH RI PRQVWHUV and magic is 
FRPLQJWROLIHLQ+DZNLQVHQJDJLQJZLWKDµGHILQLQJFKDUDFWHULVWLFRIFKLOGUHQ¶VILOPV¶WKH
presence of an alternative world from which the children must escape to return home (Wojik-
Andrews 2000: 10). The end of this scene exhibits hyper-postmodern characteristics as 
IROORZLQJWKHJDPH:LOOWHOOV0LNHµ7KH'HPRJRUJRQLWJRWPH¶EHIRUHSURFHHGLQJWREH
captured by the monster itself.  
In this first episode, in a scene reminiscent of the abduction of Barry in Close 
Encounters of the Third Kind (Spielberg, 1977), Will is targeted by the monster, and taken 
into another dimension. Shortly after, upon going into the forest to look for their friend, the 
boys discover a girl with superpowers, Eleven, who claims she knows where Will is. While 
:LOOLVQ¶WWDNHQLQVLGHWKHERDUGJDPHLWVHOIWKHZD\LQZKLFKWKHFKLOGUHQIUHTXHQWO\UHIHUWR
the rules of D&D to make sense of what is happening suggests its centrality to the plot, 
echoing the Columbus film, Jumanji (1995). This alternative dimension of monsters is 
QLFNQDPHG WKH µ8SVLGH 'RZQ¶ E\ WKH ER\V DV (O WXUQV WKH '	' ERDUG XSVLGH GRZQ WR
explain where the alternative world is located. The boys also use the analogy of the Vale of 
Shadows from their game of D&D to try to understand this dimension, engaging in a hyper-
awareness beyond what one would expect from a postmodernist TV drama. Their research is 
legitimized by cross-FXWVEHWZHHQ'XVWLQ¶VGHVFULSWLRQRIWKHGLPHQVLRQZLWK&KLHI+RSSHU¶V
GLVFRYHU\RIWKHµWHDU¶LQWLPHDQGVSDFHWKDWOHDGVWR WKH8SVLGH'RZQµ&KDSWHU)LYH7KH
)OHDDQG WKH$FUREDW¶7KHER\VDOVR UHIHU WR WKHSODFHZKHUH:LOOZHQWPLVVLQJDV
µ0LUNZRRG¶IURPThe Hobbit, a name given legitimacy as it is adapted by Hopper later in the 
series. 
While Mike, Dustin and Lucas DUHQ¶W WDUJHWHG E\ WKH 'HPRJRUJRQ RU WKH 0LQG
Flayer, both monsters specifically pray upon the sensitive youngster, Will Byers.  With 
reference to the horror genre, Pomerance and Gateward have underlined that the young boy is 
µDQLGHDOYLFWLP«DQGDQHTXall\LGHDOVRXUFHRIKRUURU¶ 7). In Stranger Things, Will 
plays both of these roles. His innocence is underlined through his frequent attempts to contact 
his Mother and by showing him cold, frightened and alone in his childhood fort, Castle Byers 
µ&KDSWHU6HYHQ7KH%DWKWXE¶7KHPRQVWHU¶VRUDOSHQHWUDWLRQRI:LOOis also a staple 
for many horror films (Clover, 1992: 79). Much like the Xenomorphs in the Alien franchise 
(1979-1997) WKH 'HPRJRUJRQ SODQWV FUHDWXUHV LQWR LWV YLFWLPV¶ PRXWKV, spawning future 
offspring. The first half of Season Two sees Will experiencing frightening visions of the 
µMind Flayer¶ monster, and frequent terrifying visits into the Upside Down dimension.  
Stranger Things ignores film specific boundaries and exhibits trans-mediality in how 
Will confronts the Mind Flayer monster. Bob Newby (Sean Astin) tells Will about a 
nightmare he had when he was a child, growing up in Maine, concerning a clown named Mr. 
%DOGR7KHFORZQDVNHGKLPµ+H\NLGGRZRXOG\RXOLNHDEDOORRQ"¶%ob shares with Will 
WKDW WKHZD\ LQ ZKLFKKHPDGH WKH FORZQGLVDSSHDUZDV WR WHOO KLP WR µ*RDZD\¶:LOO¶V
DSSOLFDWLRQ RI %RE¶V DGYLFH DV KH XQVXFFHVVIXOO\ FRQIURQWV WKH 0LQG )OD\HU ZRUNV WR D
number of hyper-postmodern characteristics. Firstly, Sean AsWLQ¶V FDVWLQJ LQ LWVHOI LV D
UHIOH[LYH FKRLFH JLYHQ $VWLQ¶V ZHOO NQRZQ FRQQHFWLRQ WR WKH Lord of the Rings franchise. 
Secondly, Bob references growing up in Maine, and an evil clown with a propensity for 
giving out balloons ± an explicit nod to the Stephen King novel It (1986) which is set in 
'HUU\ 0DLQH 1RDK 6FKQDSS¶V FR-star in Stranger Things, Finn Wolfhard played the 
character of Richie Tozier in the most recent adaptation of the story (Muschetti, 2017). While 
:LOO LV XQVXFFHVVIXO LQ FRQIURQWLQJ WKH 0LQG )OD\HU ZLWK %RE¶V DGYLFH WKH FRQIURQWDWLRQ
itself emerges as text, blurring the boundaries between television, film and literature. 
$IWHUFRQIURQWLQJWKHPRQVWHU:LOOLVµLQIHFWHG¶E\LWVUHDFKand transformed into the 
source of horror in Stranger Things 2, ending with his exorcism as Joyce attempts to sweat 
the monster out of him. This scene is a direct reference to the experience of Reagan in The 
Exorcist DQGWKHWUDQVIRUPDWLRQLQ:LOO¶V personality mirrors that of her change from a 
µVZHHW LQQRFHQWFKLOG WRD UDYLQJPRQVWHU¶ :RMLN-Andrews, 2000, 10). This is particularly 
apparent when Will thrashes around violently on the bed he is tied to, and attempts to strangle 
his Mother µ&KDSWHU1LQH7KH*DWH¶. He LVHYHQWXDOO\VDYHGWKURXJKDµUHDIILUPDWLRQ
RIIDPLO\DQGNLQVKLS¶ (Brown 2017: 13-14) as Joyce, his brother Jonathan (Charlie Heaton) 
and best friend, Mike, manage to extract information on how to kill the monster whilst 
remindiQJKLPRIKLVPRVWWUHDVXUHGPHPRULHVµ&KDSWHU(LJKW7KH0LQG)OD\HU 
 While children are able to triumph over the Demogorgon and the Mind Flayer, some 
teenagers do not fare so well. In this regard, Stranger Things shows awareness of classic and 
revisiRQLVW KRUURU WUHQGV RI WHHQ VODVKHUV LQ WKH V DQG V 0LNH¶V VLVWHU 1DQF\
(Natalia Dyer) abandons her innocent friend Barbara to have sex with her boyfriend, Steve 
Harrington (Joe Keery) but is DEOH WR HVFDSH WKH PRQVWHU KHUVHOI PXFK OLNH µ)LQDO *LUO¶
6LGQH\3UHVFRWWLQ:HV&UDYHQ¶VScream (1996) (Shary 2002: 165). However, the immorality 
RI1DQF\¶V VH[ZLWK6WHYH LV FOHDUO\KLJKOLJKWHGDV WKH VFHQH LV MX[WDSRVHGZLWK %DUEara¶V
murder at the hands of the Demogorgon. There is also some importance shown to music here, 
DV WKHVRQJSOD\LQJRYHU WKHVH[VFHQH LV)RUHLJQHU¶V µ:DLWLQJIRUD*LUO/LNH<RX¶HHULO\
UHIOHFWLYHRIERWK6WHYH¶VDWWUDFWLRQWR1DQF\DQGWKH'HPRJRUJRQ¶VVLQLVWHUKXQWIRULWVSUH\
µ&KDSWHU7KUHH+ROO\-ROO\¶ IXUWKHUEOXrring the boundaries between media within 
the show. 
(QJDJHPHQW ZLWK µJHHN¶ FXOWXUH LV QHcessary to truly understand the events of 
Stranger Things, both as an audience and within the text itself. 7KURXJK:LOO¶VXQVXFFHVVIXO
roll in the opening scene, the boys inadvertently activate D&D conventions to the narrative, 
WKHUHIRUH WKH\ PXVW GHIHDW WKH PRQVWHUV DV D µ3DUW\¶ WKH '	' WHUP IRU D JURXS RI $OOLHG
warriors). The boys live by the rules of this culture, showing a hyper-DZDUHQHVV RI µJHHN¶
culture that goes beyond mere postmodern referencing. It is the children that acquire the most 
knowledge about the role of Hawkins Lab, the monsters and the Upside Down dimension. 
The children also play a major UROH LQ HDFK PRQVWHU¶V GHIHDW ,Q 6HDVRQ 2QH Lucas 
successfully fires a wrist rocket at the Demogorgon, acknowledging the efficacy of the 
weapon against the evil clown Pennywise in It (Wallace, 1990). They also burn the roots of 
the Mind Flayer in Season Two¶V ILQDOHSLVRGH. 7KHSULYLOHJLQJRI WKHVWDWXVRI WKLV µJHHN¶
culture is underlined as their knowledge is central to understanding the Upside Down and to 
their final confrontations with these monsters.  
 
Superpowers and Governments 
The Bad Men are coming! 
Lucas to Mike and Dustin, Stranger Things, Chapter 7: The Bathtub 
 
While the boys acquire the most knowledge about each of the monsters, Eleven is the 
major force against them as she uses her mind to destroy the Demogorgon at the close of 
Season One and contain the Mind Flayer in the Upside Down dimension in the final episode 
of Season Two. Her supernatural powers echo those of Carrie (De Palma, 1978) and Charlie 
in /HVWHU¶VFirestarter (+RZHYHU(OHYHQ¶VVHQVHRIGXW\WRVDYHKHUIULHQGVJive her 
much in common with the 1990s feminist heroine, Buffy Summers from Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer (Kuzui, 1992; 1997-2003). Eleven and Buffy both inherited their powers and 
throughout the series, each must learn to harness their gifts to defeat the monsters that put 
their friends in danger. Both girls have a desire for independence DQG WR OLYH D µQRUPDO¶
teenage life. However, their powers continually distance them from the µRWKHU GHVWLQLHV RI
girlhood [they] PLJKW RWKHUZLVH KDYH DGRSWHG¶ Bavidge, 2004: 48). This is particularly 
HYLGHQW IRU(OHYHQ¶VQDUUDWLYH MRXUQH\6KHGHVLUHV WREH WKRXJKWRI DV µSUHWW\¶E\0LNH LQ
Season One, even though she has boy-ish looks and little sense of sexuality, and in Season 
Two, she grows angry at being kept in hiding by Hopper as she cannot be with her friends. 
Much like Buffy, Eleven also struggles with growing up throughout both series of 
Stranger Things. Raised in near isolation in a laboratory and forced to partake in experiments 
E\ KHU µ3DSD¶ 'U %UHQQHU 0DWWKHZ 0RGLQH (OHYHQ GRHVQ¶W NQRZ ZKR VKH LV VWLOO OHVV
about her identity as a young woman. One could argue for the existence of a puberty allegory 
here. Driscoll has claimed that in Buffy WKH µSUHVHQFH RI YDPSLUHV LV VLJQDOOHG E\ SDLQ
resembling menstrual crDPSV¶2011: 97), whereas in Stranger Things(OHYHQ¶VQRVHEOHHGV
whenever she has to use her superpowers, drawing the connection between her telekinesis 
and her journey into adolescence. This is also a familiar trope of cult blockbusters of the 
twenty-first century, which draw parallels between the charDFWHUV¶ SXEHVFHQW VWUXJJOHV and 
control over their superpowers (Brown 2017: 17), for example, +DUU\¶V IHHOLQJV IRU *LQQ\
Weasley in Harry Potter and the Half Blood Prince (Yates, 2008) and 3HWHU3DUNHU¶VMXggling 
of high school life with his alter ego Spider-Man (Spider-Man: Homecoming, Watts, 2017). 
(OHYHQ¶V FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ DOVR SODFHV KHU ZLWKLQ D IDPLOLDU UROH LQ the horror genre. 
Much like &ORYHU¶V µ)LQDO *LUO¶ (OHYHQ KDV HQGXUHG VLJQLILFDQW SHUVRQDO Wrauma. She is a 
µSURWDJRQLVWLQWKHWUXHVHQVHFRPELQLQJWKHIXQFWLRQRIVXIIHULQJYLFWLPDQGDYHQJLQJKHUR¶ 
(1992: 17). As becomes evident at the end of Season Two, the brunt of her anger is directed 
against her chief tormentor, Dr. Brenner. Morris highlights the centrality of the government 
scientists as antagonists in E.T. LQ WKHLU SRVLWLRQ µDV LPSHUVRQDO DGXOWV GHHSO\
PLVXQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI WKH QHHGV RI FKLOGUHQ¶ 2007: 81). Similarly, their role as the true 
monsters in Stranger Things is underlined when, mimicking the bicycle sequence in 
6SLHOEHUJ¶VIDPRXVILOPWKHER\VDQG(OHYHQHYDGHFDSWXUHIURP%UHQQHUDQGKLVWHDPZKHQ
El lifts a van into the air with her mind so they can get away µ&KDSWHU6HYHQ7KH%DWKWXE¶
2016). Eleven also channels her anger against Dr. Brenner to defeat the Mind Flayer in 
Season Two. This is shown to escalate her powers to the point where she is able to levitate 
and emit energy from her hands. This draws further parallels to Buffy, who advises a fellow 
Slayer to use her emotions WRFKDQQHOKHUVXSHUSRZHUVµ:KDW¶V0\/LQH3DUW7ZR¶
DQG KDV D IDWKHU ILJXUH µPHQWRU¶ LQ 5XSHUW *LOHV PLUURULQJ +RSSHU¶V UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK
Eleven. Showing further awareness of horror genre tropes, the question of whether Brenner is 
alive is still unanswered at the end of Season Two (Driscoll 2011: 85). 
%UHQQHU¶V SRVLWLRQ DV WKH SULPDU\ DQWDJRQLVW LV KRZHYHU UHSUHVHQWDWLYH RI D ZLGHU
mistrust of the government evident throughout both series of Stranger Things. It could be 
argued that this is characteristic of many films of the post-Vietnam, post-Watergate era. 
Many shots throughout both series of Stranger Things remind audiences that the government 
is listening in on private conversations. The scientists working at Hawkins Lab plant a 
micURSKRQH LQ +RSSHU¶V KRXVH UHVXOWLQJ LQ WKH GHVWUXFWLRQ RI KLV OLYLQJ VSDFH LQ D VFHQH
UHPLQLVFHQW RI WKH ILQDO EUHDNGRZQ RI +DUU\ &DXO LQ &RSSROD¶V The Conversation (1974). 
There are also numerous references to Vietnam, when Lucas presents a knife and binoculars 
from the conflict, and it is revealed that Hopper fought in Vietnam in Season Two. 
These anti-establishment themes are DWWKHKHDUWRI6SLHOEHUJ¶VJaws and E.T. Hopper 
LVGHHSO\KRVWLOH WRZDUGV WKHVWDWH¶V WDNHRYHURI:LOO¶VGLVDSSHDUDQFHSDUWLFXOarly when he 
GLVFRYHUVWKDWWKHVWDWHGLG:LOO¶VµDXWRSV\¶UHVXOWLQJLQWKHGLVFRYHU\RIDIDNHERG\1DQF\
also remains frustrated with the fact that the people responsible for Barbara¶VGHDWKUHPDLQLQ
the clear. In the pursuit of justice, Nancy and Jonathan visit an investigative journalist to 
LPSOLFDWH WKHJRYHUQPHQW LQ:LOO¶VGLVDSSHDUDQFHDQG LQ %DUE¶VGHDWK µ&KDSWHU)LYH'LJ
'XJ¶ 
Many of the team of government scientists are shown as cold and impersonal in their 
treatment of Will. Sci-fi savvy audiences would immediately suspect the motivations of 
6HDVRQ 7ZR¶V lead scientist, Dr. Owens (Paul Reiser). 5HLVHU¶V DQWDJRQLVWLF UROH LQ Aliens 
(Cameron, 1986) conditions audiences to despise his character, however Dr. Owens subverts 
genre expectatLRQVE\EHLQJGHHSO\VHQVLWLYHWRZDUGV:LOO¶VFRQGLWLRQ$WJUHDWSHUVRQDOULVN
he offers to stay behind when the Demo-dogs break into Hawkins Lab, and eventually uses 
his government influence to allow Hopper to adopt Eleven. 
Stranger Things and Stranger Things 2 are set at the height of the Reagan era in 1984 
and 1985 7UDXEH KDV XQGHUOLQHG WKH ZD\ LQ ZKLFK 5HDJDQ¶V µSDWULDUFKDO PDVFXOLQLW\
 ZDV
largely embraced by the middle class (1992: 138). This political trend is aptly represented in 
the show by the :KHHOHUIDPLO\ZKRDUHVKRZQWRKDYHDµ5HDJDQ-%XVKµ¶VXSSRUWVLJQLQ
their front garden. While such support for Reagan was widespread, Stranger Things 
associates this political affiliation with two oblivious parents in the shape of Karen (Cara 
Buono) and Ted Wheeler (Joe Chrest). %XWOHU KDV XQGHUOLQHG WKH :KHHOHUV¶ EHQHILW IURP
5HDJDQ¶VSROLFLHV WKURXJK0LNH¶VVKRZFDVHRIKLV IDPLO\¶VKRXVHKROGJDGJHWV 7: 193). 
*LYHQ WKH VKRZ¶V LGHQWLILFDWLRQ ZLWK LWV FKLOG SURWDJRQLVWV KRVWLOLW\ WRZDUGV WKLV SROitical 
ideology is particularly DSSDUHQW ZKHQ (OHYHQ UHWXUQV µKRPH¶ WR 0LNH¶V KRXVH DIWHU EHLQJ
unintentionally left in the Upside Down. She looks upon the house, once a place of comfort 
and safety to her, to see it has been invaded by police cars and government vans ± an 
XQZHOFRPHLQYDVLRQRIWKHKRPHE\LQVWLWXWLRQDOIRUFHVDJDLQVHHQLQ6SLHOEHUJ¶VE.T.  
7KHVHSDUDWLRQRI WKHµSDWULRWLF¶DGXOWVIURPWKH µLQQRFHQW¶FKLOGUHQLV marked when 
WKH:KHHOHUVDUHFRQIURQWHGRYHU(OHYHQ¶VSUHVHQFHLQWKHLUKRXVH 
 
GOVERNMENT AGENT: The most important thing is for you to try and go on with your 
lives and to keep all of this- 
7(':+((/(57RSVHFUHW+HVDOXWHV8QGHUVWRRG:H¶UHDOOSDWULRWVLQWKLVKRXVH 
The camera moves to Mike discussing Eleven with some other agents. 
MIKE: I told you everything. 
GOVERNMENT AGENT: I understand this is difficult, Michael. 
0,.(,GRQ¶WNQRZZKHUHVKHLV$QGHYHQLI,GLG,ZRXOGnever tell you. I would never 
tell you. 
µ&KDSWHU7ZR7ULFNRU7UHDW)UHDN¶ 
 
 0LNH¶V FRPSlete repudiation RI KLV IDWKHU¶V patriotism constitutes a rejection of 
government authority, and of this uncompromising ideology. Government forces in Stranger 
Things DUH VHHQ DV KHLQRXV DQG GHVWUXFWLYH ZLWK GHYDVWDWLQJ FRQVHTXHQFHV IRU (OHYHQ¶V
childhood and sense of identity. They are charged with the corruption and loss of innocence 
of the families whose lives they enter, often without permission and with a lack of respect for 
human emotions such as love and friendship. This is further evidenced by the central 
QDUUDWLYH¶VV\PSDWK\ZLWKWKH%\HUVIDPLO\ZKRDUHVKRZQWREHILQDQFLDOO\VWUXJJOLQJXQGHU
Reagan. This disparity between so-FDOOHGµSDWULRWLF¶DGXOWVDQGFKLOGUHQLValso reflective of a 
wider trend of broken families within films and television dramas of the 1980s and 1990s. 
 
 
Dysfunctional Families in Suburbia 
2XUFKLOGUHQGRQ¶WOLYHKHUHDQ\PRUHGLGQ¶W\RXNQRZWKDW" 
Ted Wheeler to Dustin, Stranger Things 2, Chapter Five: Dig Dug 
 
 More so than any other narrative theme, both series of Stranger Things embrace 
6SLHOEHUJ¶VH[SORUDWLRQRIWKHOLIHRIWKHG\VIXQFWLRQDOIDPLO\LQVXEXUELD (Freer, 2001: 78). 
The show is set in the town of Hawkins, Indiana, which is labelled as the town where 
µQRWKLQJ HYHU KDSSHQV¶ Showing a hyper-awareness beyond mere intertextual referencing, 
Hopper becomes Hawkins¶ answer to Chief Martin Brody, identified for the Easter egg 
KXQWLQJ DXGLHQFH WKURXJK KLV LFRQLF W\SLQJ RI :LOO¶V PLVVLQJ SHUVRQ UHSRUW DQ HFKR RI
%URG\¶V µVKDUN DWWDFN¶ UHSRUW VKRW LQ Jaws). He drives in a startlingly similar police jeep, 
battles the system, is pivotal in the defeat of each monster and is LGHQWLILHGDVD µ%LJ&LW\¶
cop in a small town.  
The representation of the suburban family as a site of conflict and instability is central 
to the narrative of both series of Stranger Things. Peter Krämer has drawn attention to the 
DEVHQFHRIWKHIDWKHULQPDQ\6SLHOEHUJDQG/XFDVILOPVVSHFLILFDOO\(OOLRWW¶VDEVHQW)DWKHU
in E.T. DQG/XNH6N\ZDONHU¶VSUREOHPDWLFUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKKLV)DWKHULQWKHStar Wars films 
(Lucas, 1977-1983) (1998: 295). This narrative trait is also common in PRVWFKLOGUHQ¶VILOPV
of the 1990s, for example, Mrs Doubtfire (Columbus, 1992) deals with the absence of the 
father after the breakdown of a marriage and the Disney film, Toy Story (Lasseter, 1995) 
normalizes the single parent family (Brown 2017: 51).  
%RWK'XVWLQ¶V0RWKHUDQG-R\FH%\HUVDUHUHYHDOHGWREHVLQJOHSDUHQWV-R\FHZRUNV
extremely hard to make ends meet for her two boys, Will and Jonathan. She is an incredibly 
devoted Mother, stopping at nothing to find her missing son. She is also very close to Will in 
Season Two, as he confides in her when the Mind Flayer starts to possess him. By contrast, 
WKH ER\V¶ )DWKHU /RQQLH, is shown to be unreliable and insensitive. Having moved away 
some years previous to the events of Stranger Things, he returns to Hawkins in pursuit of 
compensation money IRU:LOO¶VµGHDWK¶. Lonnie GLVPLVVHV-R\FH¶VEHOLHIVDERut the monster 
and consistently berates her parenting in front of Jonathan. Jonathan defends his Mother and 
shows no desire to have a relationship with his Father.  
In this light, it is perhaps interesting to explore the character of Jonathan as a 
surrogate Father for Will in Stranger Things .HDWLQJ KDV DUJXHG WKDW µILOPV GHDOLQJ ZLWK
mothers and sons tend to involve a son who must become the fatKHU UHSODFHPHQW KLPVHOI¶
(2005: 247). Jonathan Byers mirrors the character of Gilbert (Johnny Depp) in the film, 
:KDW¶V(DWLQJ*LOEHUW*UDSH (Hallström, 1993) DVKHDVVXPHVµDOPRVWIXOOUHVSRQVLELOLW\IRU
KLV EURWKHU ZKLOH VWLOO D WHHQDJHU KLPVHOI¶ (Keating 2005: 257). Jonathan is shown to be 
incredibly resourceful throughout the first series of Stranger Things.  He works extra shifts to 
EULQJ LQPRUHPRQH\ IRU WKH IDPLO\KHPDNHVSRVWHUV IROORZLQJ:LOO¶VGLVDSSHDUDQFHDQG
HYHQRUJDQL]HV:LOO¶VIXQHUDORQFHKLVIDNHERG\LVIRXQG+HDOVRDWWHPSWVWRHQVXUH-R\FH
eats properly, and tells her to sleep when it is clear she has been awake for several days. 
Furthermore, in flashback sequences, it is shown that he takes care of Will during a turbulent 
SHULRGRIWKHLUSDUHQWV¶VHSDUDWLRQ 
 Present fathers are not shown to fare much better in Stranger Things. Bernstein has 
underlined the criminal neglect of parents in 1980s teen movies (1997). While this is perhaps 
too harsh a judgement on the parents in this series, what is unmistakable is the complete 
ignorance of the fathers to the lives of their children, particularly evident in the character of 
7HG:KHHOHU:KHQLWLVUHYHDOHGWKDW0LNHKDVEHHQDFWLQJRXWVLQFH:LOO¶VGLVDSSHDUDQFH
WKH SUHYLRXV \HDU 7HG VSHDNV WR 0LNH LQ WKH DOLHQ ODQJXDJH RI IRRWEDOO µ6WULNH WZHQW\
<RX¶UHRQWKHEHQFKVRQ,ILW¶GKDYHEHHQP\ FRDFK\RX¶GEe lucky to still be on the team,¶ 
(Chapter One, Madmax, 2017). Mike has never shown any interest in sport, preferring to 
spend his time playing D&D and video games.  
7HG¶VGLVWDQFHIURPWKH OLYHVRIKLVFKLOGUHQEHFRPHVHYHQPRUHDSSDUHQWZKen the 
government agents confront him and Karen RYHU (OHYHQ¶V SUHVHQFH LQ WKHLU KRPH +H LV
DGDPDQWWKDW0LNHKDVQRWKLQJWRGRZLWKLWUHSO\LQJµ2XUVRQZLWKDJLUO"7UXVWPHLIRXU
son had a girl hiding in our basement, we¶GNQRZDERXWLWZRXOGQ¶WZH"¶µ&KDSWHU6HYHQ
7KH%DWKWXE¶7HG¶VREOLYLRXVQHVVLVODXJKDEOHFRQVLGHULQJWKDWDWWKHWLPH0LNHKDG
been hiding (and feeding) Eleven for almost a week, and was developing a romantic 
relationship with her. 
 According to Traube, the function of the Dad in the 1980s was two fold; to provide 
µJRRGVH[¶IRUKLVZLIHDQGWRµLQFXOFDWHFKLOGUHQZLWKWKHLUDSSURSULDWHJHQGHURUVH[UROHV¶
(1992: 140). Ted Wheeler fails in each of these functions. Nancy FRPPHQWVWKDWVKHGRHVQ¶W
think her parents have HYHUORYHGHDFKRWKHUDQG.DUHQ:KHHOHU¶VODFNRIVH[XDOIXOILOOPHQW
is made obvious when she is shown reading an erotic novel in the bathtub and flirting with 
0D[¶VEURWKHU %LOO\ 'DFUH0RQWJRPHU\ µ&KDSWHU1LQH7KH *DWH¶ . Furthermore, 
Ted fails to be a point of contact for Mike when he develops romantic feelings for Eleven, 
DQGWLHVKLVWLHWRRWLJKWDW:LOO¶VIDNHIXQHUDO 
While Karen Wheeler does attempt to connect with her children, and is a source of 
comfort to them at times, she is kept in the dark for the majority of Stranger Things. This also 
reflects trends in 1990s teen cult drama, which often show prominent emotional distances 
between teenagers and their parents. Most notably, this is shown in Buffy the Vampire Slayer, 
as for the firsW WZR VHDVRQV µ-R\FH >%XII\¶V 0RWKHU@ LV FRPSOHWHO\ LJQRUDQW RI %XII\¶V
LGHQWLW\ DV WKH 6OD\HU¶ Wee, 2008: 50).  Similarly, the Wheelers remain ignorant of their 
FKLOGUHQ¶VLQYROYHPHQWZLWKWKHPRQVWHUVDQGWKH8SVLGH'RZQGLPHQVLRQSUHIHUULQJLQVWHDG
to believe the lies of the authorities. Mike and Nancy spend very little time at home during 
Season Two, covering up their true whereabouts by using their friends as alibis.  
 It is important to note, however, that Stranger Things balances its neglectful parents 
with strong role models for the children. While only shown in a short scene in Season Two, 
/XFDV 6LQFODLU¶V IDPLO\ HQYLURQPHQW LV QRWKLQJ VKRUW RI KDUPRQLRXV +is parents have a 
strong, loving relationship and Lucas is comfortable in confiding in them when he has 
problems in his romantic pursuit of Max. The series also depicts Jim Hopper as a devoted, 
protective Father. In the last episode of Season One, it is revealed that Hopper lost his 
GDXJKWHU 6DUD WR FDQFHU 6DUD¶V GHDWK KDXQWV +RSSHU DQG KH Rften talks about her in the 
present tense, pretending she is alive. His devastation at losing Sara causes him to be over 
protective in his parenting of Eleven in Season Two as he keeps her from her friends, and 
from Mike. This causes frequent arguments between the two and Eleven runs away to find 
her Mother. There is, however, the promise of salvation in their father-daughter bond, as each 
apologizes for their culpability in the breakdown of their relationship. This is most obvious at 
the close of Season Two, when Eleven finds strength in takLQJ+RSSHU¶VKDQGDVWKH\close 
the µgate¶ to the Upside Down dimension.  
What is particularly important as a narrative device in Stranger Things is the 
existence of the so-called surrogate family (Charney, 1996: 20). While many of their 
individual families are deficient, the tweens and teens of Stranger Things find fulfillment in 
their family of friends DQGµDGRSWLYH¶SDUHQWV. Joyce and Hopper act as surrogate parents for 
all the kids in the series, including Steve and NancyVKRZQLQWKHJDWKHULQJRIWKHµIDPLO\¶WR
defeat the Demo-dogs in Chapter Eight of Season Two. In such a way, Stranger Things 
VKRZVDIILOLDWLRQZLWKFKLOGUHQ¶VILOPVRIWKHVDQGVLQFOXGLQJJurassic Park (1993) 
and the Harry Potter series (2001-2011), in which surrogate families are central to narrative. 
This is also underlined given the suggestion of a romantic history between Hopper and Joyce 
as they frequently refer to their trysts in high school. Hopper also supports Joyce when they 
visit the lab for tests on Will, and Dr. Owens even refers to the pair as µ0RPDQG3RS¶7KH
LGHQWLW\RI(OHYHQ¶VIDWKHULVVWLOOXQNQRZQEXWE\WKHHQGRIWKHVHFRQGVHULHV LW LVVKRZQ
that she has been adopted by Hopper, under the name of Jane, formalising her connection to 
the surrogate family. 
 
Adolescence, Love and Sexuality 
I never gave up on you, I called you every night. 
-Mike to Eleven in Stranger Things 2, Chapter Nine: The Gate 
 
 Both series of Stranger Things continually privilege the experience of their young 
protagonists. Much like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Stranger Things engages in generic 
blending, and could be classified as a science fiction series, a horror series, a coming of age 
series and a teen drama (Wee 2008: 55). This is also characteristic of recent cult blockbuster 
movies, including Twilight and the Harry Potter series. Whilst engaging with horrific 
monsters and the evil government authorities, Stranger Things deals with themes central to 
teen film and television including intense peer friendships, heterosexual relationships, 
makeovers and rites of passage (Driscoll, 2011). Central to its narrative is the changing 
adolescent dynamic between the four boys, the tween romance between Mike and Eleven and 
the teen love triangle between Nancy, Jonathan and Steve.  
The FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ RI WKH ER\V¶ IULHQGVKLS JURXS KDV LWV URRWV LQ WKH FKLOGUHQ¶V
ensemble narratives of the 1980s, including the Stephen King novel It and its subsequent 
adaptations for the screen (Butler, 2017), The Goonies (Donner, 1985) and Stand By Me 
(Reiner, 1986). ,QGHHG WKH VKRZ¶V UHYHUHQFH RI WKH latter two films is such that they are 
directly referenced in ensemble shots in both series. Dustin even takes on many of the 
TXDOLWLHVRIWKHµIDWER\¶LQ$PHULFDQFRPLQJRIDJHHQVHPEOHILOPV (Mosher 2005: 62). He 
brings snacks when the boys go on their expeditions to find Will, is obsessed with finding 
chocolate pudding at school and uncovers a love for nougat in Season Two. He also inherits 
the intelligence of Piggy in Lord of the Flies (Mosher 2005: 70) and Ben Hanscomb in It 
(1986, 1990 and 2017). 
Each of these films illuminate the importance of the passage to manhood and a loss of 
innocence, both central to Stranger Things¶ narrative (Driscoll, 2011: 168). Each of the boys 
must adjust to their journey into adolescence, the trials and tribulations of high school and 
emotional maturity. As girls, El and Max cause significant transformations to the dynamic of 
WKHER\V¶IULHQGVKLSJURXSHowever, how Stranger Things differs from generic conventions 
is in its insistence that the boys themselves do not change. Shary highlights that in many teen 
movies, most school nerds are told to transform (2002: 40), further underlining the privileged 
VWDWXVRIWKHFRQVXPSWLRQRIµJHHN¶FXOWXUHERWKIRUWKHDXGLHQFHDQGWKHER\VWKHPVHOYHV 
Despite the fact that the boys are frequently bullied in the first series, they do not change their 
outlook or their culture. Furthermore, the boys are not shown as becoming a part of the in-
crowd at the series end. Much like cult teen dramas Buffy and Veronica Mars (2004-2007), 
the show µtakes aim most obviously at the violent and dangeroXV ZRUOG RI WKH LQ FURZG¶
(Bolte 2008: 100). Dustin is rejected by a group of popular girls at the Snow Ball and the 
boys, Max and Eleven remain in their own isolated gang+RZHYHUWKHVHµQHUGV¶GRFRQIRUP
to some stereotypes of the high school film, as they attain liberation through falling in love 
(Shary 2002: 32). 
 The relationship between Mike and Eleven has already gained a significant following 
RQWKHLQWHUQHWIXUWKHUXQGHUOLQLQJWKHVKRZ¶VFXOWDSSHDOWRLWVZHEDXGLHQFHGallagher, 
2017; Kickham, 2017). 7KHER\V¶GLVFRYHU\RI(O causes major problems for the dynamic of 
µWKH3DUW\¶(OHYHQXQDZDUHRIWKHSUREOHPDWLFQDWXUHRIKHUVH[VWDUWVWRXQGUHVVLQIURQWRI
WKH ER\V DQG 'XVWLQ FRQWLQXDOO\ ZRUULHV DERXW KHU EHLQJ QDNHG LQ 0LNH¶V KRXVH µ&KDSWHU
7ZR 7KH :HLUGR RQ 0DSOH 6WUHHW¶ 2016) /XFDV LV SDUWLFXODUO\ KRVWLOH WRZDUGV (O¶V
SUHVHQFHFDOOLQJKHUDµZHLUGR¶DQGQRWSHUPLWWLQJKHUDFFHVVLQWRWKH3DUW\XQWLOVKHSURYHV
KHUVHOIOR\DO'XVWLQDQG/XFDVLPPHGLDWHO\QRWLFH0LNH¶VDWWUDFWLRQWR(OPRFNLQJKLPIRU
his attitude towards her. Mike tries to impress her with the commodities in his home and with 
KLVNQRZOHGJHRISRSXODU FXOWXUHPXFK OLNH'DZVRQ¶VZRRLQJRI -HQ LQ 'DZVRQ¶V&UHHN, 
again allowing this intertextual reference WR IXQFWLRQ µDV WH[W¶ But what brings the two 
togHWKHU LV 0LNH¶V XQGHUVWDQGLQJ DQG HPSDWK\ ZLWK KHU IHHOLQJ RI LVRODWLRQ DQG ODFN RI
experience, common to cult teen drama (Wee 2008). Due to her limited vocabulary, he 
H[SODLQV WKH WHUPV µIULHQG¶ DQG µSURPLVH¶ DQG QRUPDOL]HV KHU FOLQLFDO QDPH RI (OHYHQ E\ 
FDOOLQJ KHU µ(O¶ :KHQ (O LV VRPHZKDW DVKDPHG RI KHU ER\-like appearance, Mike 
FRQVLVWHQWO\FDOOVKHUµSUHWW\¶ 
 7KH LPSRUWDQFH RI WKHLU URPDQFH WR WKH SORW LV IXUWKHU XQGHUOLQHG E\ (OHYHQ¶V
numerous makeovers, resulting in amorous glances from Mike. As Driscoll has underlined, 
WKHµPDNHRYHU¶LVFHQWUDOWRWKHKLJKVFKRROURPDQFHILOPPDNLQJDSSHDUDQFHVLQWHHQGUDPD
'DZVRQ¶V&UHHN, as well as high school movie films such as Clueless (Heckerling, 1995) and 
6KH¶V $OO 7KDW (Iscove, 1999). For example, in Season One, the boys need to take El into 
school with them to give her access to the equipment in the AV Club, and thus give her a 
PDNHRYHUWRPDNHKHUORRNPRUHQRUPDOµ&KDSWHU)RXU7KH%RG\¶The makeover is 
also utilized again in the finale of the second season. Eleven arrives at the Snow Ball in a 
dress, wearing makeup, having shed her previous punk rock look. She shares a romantic 
dance with MikeXQGHUOLQLQJWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIµWKHSURP¶DVDULWHRISDVVDJHLQWHHQILOPV
(Bernstein, 1997; Hentges, 2009). The show again shows a willingness to break down the 
EDUULHUVEHWZHHQILOPDQGWHOHYLVLRQDVWKHVRQJVSOD\HGDWWKHNLGV¶6QRZ%DOODUHLQVWDQWO\
UHFRJQL]DEOH IURP -RKQ +XJKHV¶ VLJQLILFDQW FRQWULEXWLRQV WR WKH V WHHQDJH ILOP
paradigm. 
 0XFKOLNHWKHVKDUHGKRPHRI'DZVRQ¶VEHGURRPIRU'DZVRQDQG-RH\LQ'DZVRQ¶V
Creek(O¶VKRPHLVKHUGHQLQ0LNH¶VEDVHPHQW)ROORZLQJKHUGHIHDWRIWKH'HPRJRUJRQLQ
Season One and her subsequent disappearance, Mike continually looks at and sits in the den 
and tries to contact her, hoping she is still alive. The importance of the coupling is also 
enhanced by their separation throughout Season Two. When El is taken in by Hopper, she is 
forbidden from seeing Mike in real life, and is forced to visit him in her mind. However, 
much like star crossed lovers, Buffy and Angel from Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Mike and El 
can feel HDFKRWKHU¶VSUHVHQFHHYHQZKHQWKH\FDQQRWVHHHDFKRWKHU'XHWRWhis prolonged 
separation, their reunion in the penultimate episode of Season Two is a dramatic moment, 
enhanced by the fact that it is filmed in slow motion. 
 7KHSDLULQJ¶VSURPLQHQFH LV DOVRXQGHUOLQHGE\ WKH IDFW WKDW WKHLU kisses are always 
shared at the end of the narrative, much like iconic pairing Dawson and Joey in 'DZVRQ¶V
Creek, and Bill and Beverly in It (Muschetti, 2017). Mike asks El to the Snow Ball and kisses 
KHU LQ6HDVRQ2QH¶V ILQDO HSLVRGHDQG WKHSDLU VKDUH WKHLU VHFRQGNLVV DW WKH6QRZ%Dll in 
6HDVRQ7ZR¶VILQDOHSLVRGH In the spirit of high school tween romance, their love for each 
other is shown to be pure and unbreakable (Shary, 2002: +RZHYHU0LNHDQG(O¶VHSLF
tween romance is not the only way in which Stranger Things engages in a hyper-awareness 
of cult teen drama.  
The show utilizes a familiar narrative technique with the introduction of a love 
WULDQJOHEHWZHHQ0LNH¶VVLVWHU1DQF\KLJKVFKRROMRFN6WHYH+DUULQJWRQDQG:LOO¶VVHQVLWLYH
brother, Jonathan Byers. The love triangle has been a staple of screen narrative since its 
inception, but finds a particular prominence in cult 1990s television dramas. For example, the 
play between Buffy, Spike and Angel in Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Dawson, Joey and 
Pacey in 'DZVRQ¶V&UHHN. This narrative device also proved effective in cult blockbusters of 
the 2000s through the vampire versus werewolf conflict in the Twilight saga and the implied 
love triangle between Harry, Ron and Hermione in Harry Potter. 
 The way in which the drama plays out between Nancy, Jonathan and Steve leans on 
traditions from each of these media, further playing into 6WUDQJHU7KLQJV¶intertextuality. As 
XQGHUOLQHGE\%HUULGJHWKHµVWDUWLQJSRLQWRIPRVWIHPDOHWHHQVLVLQQRFHQW¶ 334) and 
1DQF\¶VSRVLWLRQDt the start of Stranger Things is no different. Her room is strikingly similar 
WR%XII\¶VLQWKH79VKRZBuffy the Vampire Slayer DQGPXFKOLNH$QJHO¶VFRQWLQXHGYLVLWV
DQG-RH\¶VIDPRXVDGPLWWDQFHWR'DZVRQ¶VURRPLQ'DZVRQ¶V&UHHN, evening guests through 
the window to the left of the bed are expected in Stranger Things. The window becomes the 
VLJKW RI PXFK GUDPD DV 6WHYH VQHDNV LQWR 1DQF\¶V URRP WKURXJK WKH ZLQGRZ LQ WKH ILUVW
episode and later sees her with Jonathan through the window, again allowing these references 
to function as text, mirroring frequent dramatic points in these teen dramas. 
WKLOH 6WHYH LV VHQVLWLYH WRZDUGV 1DQF\¶V IHHOLQJV ZKHQ VKH FKRRVHV WR ORVH KHU
virginity to himKHLVXQZLOOLQJWRGLVFXVV%DUE¶VGLVDSSHDUDQFH DQG1DQF\¶VVLJKWLQJRIWKH
Demogorgon. She turns to the sensitive outsider, Jonathan, for help, and the two have an 
instant connection. Following a frightening encounter with the Demogorgon, Nancy asks 
Jonathan to share her bed. In this scene, Stranger Things plays with a common camera angle 
in 'DZVRQ¶V&UHHN, taking an aerial viewpoint and pulling slowly away from the pair, lying 
awkwardly beside each other.  
However, while many of the love triangles of the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s show the 
prospective love interests as being quite different, Steve becomes more sensitive and likeable 
throughout Season Two and Jonathan becomes more confident. Both Jonathan and Steve 
share tropes with what Banks has labelled the new emotional male protagonist, foregrounded 
in 1990s dramas such as Roswell (2004). While many high school jocks are shown to be 
rough and crass (for example, Steve Stifler in American Pie), Shary has drawn attention to 
the sensitive and emotional jock (2002: 31). Steve Harrington is, at first, shown to be the 
IRUPHU EXW WUDQVIRUPV LQWR WKH ODWWHUPDNLQJ1DQF\¶V FKRLFH D OLWWOHPRUHGLIILFXOW:KLOH
1DQF\GRHVµFKRRVH¶6WHYHDWWKHHQGRI6HDVRQ2QHE\6HDVRQ7ZRLWLVVKRZQWKDWVKHLV
unhappy and unfulfilled in the relationship. 
In her previous outings with Jonathan in Season One, Nancy proclaimed her disgust 
IRUKHUSDUHQWV¶suburban life. Steve begins to plan such a life for the two of them, expressing 
a willingness to forget the traumas of the previous year. Nancy, however, seeks out Jonathan 
to bring down Hawkins Lab. The two enlist the help of investigative journalist, Murray 
Bowman, who confronts them RQWKHLUUHODWLRQVKLSEHUDWLQJ1DQF\IRUµUHWUHDWLQJ¶WR6WHYH
when she truly loves Jonathan. In a scene directly lifted from Indiana Jones and the Temple 
of Doom DQG,QG\¶VURPDQFHZLWK:LOOLH-RQDWKDQDQG1DQF\ILQDOO\VSHQGWKHQLJKW
together, finalizing her choice. Again, Stranger Things embraces the experience of the exiled, 
favouring the outsiders and the underdogs (Kaveney, 2006, 3) by allowing Nancy to choose 
love over popularity. 
 
Conclusion 
Stranger Things and Stranger Things 2 go beyond what audiences would expect from 
a postmodern hybridised television drama. They show significant engagement with Valerie 
:HH¶V DGMXVWHG FRQFHSW RI µK\SHU-SRVWPRGHUQLVP¶ H[WHQGLQJ WKHLU IUDPH of reference to 
include not only film and television, but music, literature and gaming. The show breaks down 
trans-medial boundaries within the text itself, but also in the way audiences can choose to 
interact with the text.  
The boys, Hopper and Joyce (sometimes unknowingly) engage with and apply 
conventions from an array of trans-medial sources to the central dramas in the show, 
FHOHEUDWLQJ µJHHN¶ FXOWXUH ZLWKLQ WKH QDUUDWLYH +RZHYHU WKH first two seasons of Stranger 
Things also embrace the way in which culture is consumed by rewarding their audience with 
this extensive intertextual referencing. Combining narrative conventions from 1980s horror, 
coming of age and sci-fi films, as well 1990s cult teen drama and twenty-first century cult 
blockbusters, Stranger Things invites its audiences to understand the show through their love 
for popular culture. This is demonstrated by the way these textual references are planted 
within the narrative, playing into the µ(DVWHU HJJ¶ KXQWLQJ WHQGHQFLHV RI Stranger Things¶
trans-medial µbinge-watching¶ audience (Brunsdon, 2009; Flanagan et al., 2016). 
The way in which both seasons celebrate popular culture both in and since the 1980s 
SOD\V LQWR WKH VKRZ¶V QDUUDWLYH and the way in which audiences can interact with that 
narrative.  Ironically, while Stranger Things and Stranger Things 2 have attracted attention 
for their mediation of 1980s nostalgia, both seasons of the show (thusfar) are perhaps more 
aware of their twenty-first century status than any other contemporary television narrative in 
the post-broadcast era. 
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